C-type virus-lymphocyte interactions in developing mouse thymus.
The appearance of C-type virus particles in thymus cells of Swiss mouse embryos, 11.5 to 15.5 days post-conception age (PCA), was studied with the electron microscope. In thymic rudiments of all specimens examined, virus particles were seen in epithelial cytoplasm, budding from epithelial cell surfaces and in extracellular spaces. Lymphoid cells were first seen in thymic rudiments of 13.5 days PCA, and did not display virus particles at this stage. At 14.5 days PCA, thymic lymphocytes had localized plasmalemmal thickenings of high electron-density which were adjacent to extracellular virus particles. Viruses appeared to be penetrating thymic lymphocytes by viropexis in embryos of 15.5 days PCA. At this stage, many lymphocytes also had cytoplasmic virus-containing vesicles and viral buds at their surfaces. These observations suggest the possibility that, in embryos, C-type viruses are transmitted horizontally from thymic epithelium to early populations of thymic lymphocytes.